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Abstract 
 
To develop a sustainable future for the rangelands, partnerships are needed — 
partnerships between scientists, policy makers, visitors, and most significantly, the 
various communities of people who live and work in the rangelands. The views of these 
people are as variable as the country about which they care; rangeland communities are 
not homogeneous. The power relations between these people are at the base of many 
conflicts. How we handle the relationships between these groups, and manage these 
conflicts, are crucial for success in land management. 
 
The first part of this thesis reviews the history of both community participation and power 
theory. While participatory approaches are part of the rhetoric in Australian land 
management, proponents are generally naïve about the complexities of power and power 
relations. The philosophical literature highlights that power is a contested concept; and 
these divisions are epitomised by the works of Habermas and Foucault. Their writings are 
compared and contrasted to provide a rich understanding of power relations in 
community participation.  
 
Power relations influence whose voices are heard: those who exercise power, and the sets 
of rules that define what is seen as true or false at any given time in history. Power 
relations also determine whose knowledge is incorporated in land management policy and 
practice. The model proposed in this thesis demonstrates that power relations interact 
with every dimension of community participation: context, goals, scale, stage, who is 
involved, the capacity of those involved, and the methods used. 
 
Research was undertaken within agricultural and natural resource management programs 
and projects in south-west Queensland. A variety of participatory approaches are used by 
government agencies to encourage grazier participation and the adoption of more 
sustainable practices, such as Landcare, Bestprac and the regional groups, such as the 
South West Strategy. While government staff in south-west Queensland purport to share 
decision-making power with landholders, landholders tend to have different perspectives 
about the level of power that is being shared. 
 
One of the key findings of this research is that power is not static within any project. 
Rather, power is ultradynamic, fluid, and highly dependent on context. In terms of land 
management programs, the levels of power sharing fluctuate over time and between 
 v
actors. The micro-physics of power, or the power relations among individuals, are often 
invisible to, or neglected by, the facilitators of land management programs.  
 
Government agencies tend to focus on the processes used, and on finding the best 
participatory methods, rather than on the individuals who implement the process or the 
individuals who participate. Greater flexibility is needed in approaches to land 
management; correspondingly, greater responsibility is needed from all individuals who 
have a stake in it. To find sustainable solutions for the rangelands and its people, all 
involved in participatory land management projects need to better understand the 
dynamics of power, so as to manage any negative effects. 
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doing the governing (Foucault 1991b p. 102–103). 
Intersubjectivity 
 
Literally, “between subjects”. In social life, intersubjectivity makes it 
possible for people to share understandings with others (Johnston 
1995). 
Lifeworld The term “lifeworld” arose from systems thinking (Checkland 1985). 
Habermas (1987a p. 137) describes a “lifeworld” as comprising 
structural components of culture, society and personality. Habermas 
(1987a) acknowledges that people have different views of the world, 
and that these views are influenced by their “lifeworlds”. 
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All paths lead to the same goal: to convey to others what we are. 
And we must pass through solitude and difficulty, isolation and 
silence in order to reach the enchanted place, where we must 
dance our clumsy dance and sing our sorrowful song – but in this 
dance or in this song there are fulfilled the most ancient rites of 
our conscience in the awareness of being human and of believing 
in a common destiny.  
 
(Pablo Neruda 1993) 
 
Prologue   
 
  
 
 
2 
 
 3 
  
1.0  Introduction 
Brilliant shades of orange and red streaked through the clouds over the vast treeless plains with 
its waving Mitchell grass, as the last rays of the setting sun disappeared below the horizon — 
this scene evokes my first memory of the beauty of western Queensland as a child. Since those 
early holidays spent wandering around the dusty paddocks and swimming in the local dam 
south-west of Longreach, I have spent many years living and visiting “the west” in Queensland. 
My interest in and experiences of the rangelands profoundly shape the way I have undertaken 
this research.  
 
All researchers, the work they undertake and the way they interpret data, are influenced by their 
background. In spite of this, researchers rarely reveal the personal context in which the research 
is being conducted. I believe it is important to provide the reader with a brief outline of my 
interests and experience. The reader can then better understand how this has coloured my vision 
of the world and the research I have conducted.  
 
For me, “the west” means the rangelands, defined as the sparsely settled, arid areas of Australia 
where rainfall is low. For some, “the west” begins on the outskirts of Brisbane, but for the 
others, like myself, it begins at Longreach which is about halfway across Queensland heading 
for the Northern Territory border. Each of us has different perceptions, based on our 
experiences, of what constitutes rural life and especially life in the west. My conception of the 
rangelands is influenced by my childhood experience around Longreach, my scientific training 
in environmental studies as an undergraduate, and later in agricultural extension.  
 
As well as my scientific training, other aspects of life define “who I am”. I see myself as a 
grazier, having managed a small property and been a member of one of the Rural Industry 
groups. As well as this, I have lived in central western Queensland while managing a tourist 
resort; I worked for conservation groups in public relations and as a lobbyist. As a public 
servant I travelled extensively in the central west and south-west of Queensland. Firstly I 
worked with the Queensland National Parks and Wildlife Service as an environmental educator. 
Later, this experience in natural resource management was expanded into agriculture when I 
became the state-wide Extension Coordinator for weeds and feral animals in the Department of 
Natural Resources and Mines. So, while undertaking this research, I wore many hats — as a 
grazier, a public servant, an educator, an extension officer and a conservationist.  
 
These many “hats” are integral components of the complexity and uniqueness of “who I am”. I 
am able to see the world from several points of view, having worked in various roles. These 
perspectives provide inspiration for my work, and also provide the basis for the unique slant I 
  
bring to this research. Based on my wide experience, several years of participant observation as 
well as interviews, this research provides an in-depth look at participatory resource 
management. 
 
The key events which led me to begin a PhD include working on an action learning and 
adaptive management project with an interdisciplinary team from the Queensland Department 
of Natural Resources and Mines. My role involved designing and managing the extension 
process, and facilitating several meetings on properties in south-west Queensland. As part of 
this project, I attended several meetings of the South West Strategy group –– a regional group of 
graziers and government officers that aimed to develop viable communities and profitable 
pastoral enterprises while enhancing the natural and cultural values of south-west Queensland 
(SWS 1995 p. 3). The projects in this region used a variety of methods to encourage grazier 
participation and the adoption of more sustainable practices. 
 
My curiosity was aroused about the methods that were most effective for encouraging the 
adoption of sustainable management practices on grazing properties. From this direct 
experience, as well as from talking to colleagues, I decided that Action Learning projects were 
effective, but overly time consuming and expensive for agencies to use. This experience raised 
many questions for me as a young extension officer: Who needs to be involved? When are 
participatory approaches appropriate? What other methods are effective, and in what contexts? 
 
Funding was obtained from the Rural Industry Research and Development Corporation to 
explore these questions. My plan was that this research should form the basis of a consultancy 
and a PhD. Initially the research meant that these two were closely interwoven. However, the 
differing demands of a university and a rural industry organisation soon became apparent. After 
the field work was completed, I focused on writing the consultancy report (Kelly 2001) which 
outlined how to improve community participation. Then I wrote the PhD, which focused on 
power relations within participation and drew much more heavily on theoretical concepts. 
 
Since my research into participatory resource management began, the relevance of community 
participation has remained undiminished; in fact more emphasis is now placed on the 
participation of local communities in land management programs. The terminology used by 
government to describe the involvement of communities in resource management has changed 
— governance, partnerships and community engagement are now part of the common lexicon. 
Consequently, this research is even more important now, because of the need to critically 
analyse and improve the increasing number of participatory programs. 
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My passion has long been to build bridges between the various groups of landholders, 
conservationists, scientists and policy makers, and to help share knowledge between people with 
different perspectives about the land. My experiences have led me to realise that power relations 
profoundly influence how people relate to each other, how knowledge is shared, and thus how 
our landscapes are managed. Therefore, understanding power has to be an integral part of 
participatory resource management. 
